The wearing of tinted spectacles by patients is often said to be a marker of psychopathology but without supportive evidence. To investigate the validity of this observation the personalities of 20 medical hospital patients who wore tinted spectacles were compared, by means of a self-report inventory, with those of 20 controls who were age, sex, and diagnosis matched.
There was a significant increase in the level of psychopathology in the tinted spectacle group, both in terms of an index of global psychological distress; the General Severity Index, and nine primary symptom dimensions measured by the inventory.
Introduction
There are few indications for the wearing of tinted spectacles, the photophobia of iritis or relative lack of uveal pigment being examples. Trevor-Roper has observed that the majority of such spectacles are worn because the wearer has the illusion that they relieve the belaboured eye, or that they look romantic. They are also, he says, 'worn by neurotics and so advertise to the world the same frail sensibilities that the wearers subconsciously hope to protect or conceal from the light of day". Many experienced physicians ascribe significance to the wearing of tinted spectacles by their patients as a marker of neurotic and hypochondriacal personality type, and the so-called 'tinted glasses sign' is often recorded in a patient's case notes alongside observations of pallor, jaundice or breathlessness-, A body of medical opinion regards the observation as irrelevant or worse-, since it may result in unfair prejudice against these patients by their doctors. There has been no controlled study to evaluate this sign. This study compared the personalities of a group of 20 hospital patients without ocular pathology, who habitually wore tinted spectacles, with 20 controls (age, sex, and diagnosis matched) who did not. Comparison was by means of a multidimensional selfreport inventory, which shows high levels of internal consistency and test-retest reliability'>, and which has been shown to have clinical sensitivity and favourable psychometric properties in comparisons of such instruments':",
Methods
Twenty consecutively encountered patients with tinted spectacles were given a multidimensional selfreport inventory to complete. Patients with eye disease, or for whom English was not the first language, were excluded. They were told that they were participating in a study of hospital patients mood, and were not informed that they had been chosen because of their spectacles. Once 20 tinted spectacle wearers had been selected, the first 20 patients encountered in the hospital who were matched with them for sex, diagnosis, clinical location, and age (to within ±4 years), but who did not wear tinted glasses, were recruited as members of the control group. All subjects were recruited from Selly Oak Hospital, a suburban district general hospital with a well defined catchment area. Study patients and controls were given the SCL 90 7 to complete. The SCL 90 is a multidimensional self-report inventory which reflects psychopathology in terms of a global index of psychological distress; General Severity Index, and nine primary symptom dimensions (somatization, obsessive-compulsive, interpersonal sensitivity, depression, anxiety, hostility, phobic anxiety, paranoid ideation and psychoticism), Patients completed the inventory by recording a score from 0 to 4 depending upon how much they felt each of 90 symptoms has distressed them over the preceding month. The response to each symptom contributed to the score for one of the nine primary symptom dimensions. The General Seventy Score was obtained by taking the total score for the inventory and dividing it by the number of responses made.
The scores obtained for primary symptom dimensions and the General Severity Index in both dark spectacle wearing and control patients were compared using Wilcoxon matched-pairs sign rank testing",
Results
The tinted spectacle group contained 16 female and 4 male patients. Their age range was 19-81 years with a mean of 54.65, (controls range 18-83, mean 55.45). Fourteen were medical inpatients, four from outpatient clinics, and two from the accident and emergency department.
The scores for each of the nine primary symptom dimensions were significantly higher in the tinted spectacle group: somatization (P< 0.001), obsessivecompulsive (P< 0.001), interpersonal sensitivity (P< 0.02), depression (P< 0.01), anxiety (P< 0.01), hostility (P< 0.002), phobic anxiety (P< 0.02), paranoid ideation ( P< 0.02), and psychoticism (P< 0.02). Global psychological distress, as measured by the General Severity Index, was significantly higher in the tinted spectacle group (P< 0.01).
Discussion
The distress a somatic symptom causes a patient is affected by his psychological well-being", Primary psychiatric disorder is in itself distressing, and often unnoticed in medical patients lO • ll • Thus a physical sign of occult psychological distress among patients presenting to physicians is valuable.
This study explored the personalities of medical patients who choose to wear tinted spectacles with a self-report inventory. The study design controlled for variables expected to influence psychological distress measured by self-report inventory. The subjects were well matched for age, sex, diagnosis, and clinical location. All subjects resided in the local area and belonged to social classes 3 and 4. A wide range of reputable psychometric inventories was available. The SCL-90 was chosen for its ease of administration, reliability, and the variety of personality dimensions that it tests. The SCL-90 has been shown to have high levels of internal consistency and test-retest reliability in psychometric testingv'. It has been used in a wide variety of clinical contexts including research on depression, sexual disorders, stress reduction, and investigation of psychological symptoms among cancer and chronic pain patients. Whilst it is not possible to draw diagnostic conclusions from self-report inventory scores, the high values achieved by our patients reflect real distress among them.
We conclude that the wearing of tinted spectacles is a valid indicator of psychological distress among medical patients in hospital. This observation should lead to earlier recognition of the psychopathology that may coexist with the physical complaints that these patients have.
